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“The	   same	   concept	   of	   source	   has	   enormously	   expanded,	   extending	  
itself	   to	   the	   nature	   of	   the	   terrain	   and	   its	   transformations,	   to	  
metallurgical	   techniques,	   to	  experimental	   researches	   for	   the	  study	  of	  
great	  climatic	  phenomena	  (palynology,	  dendrology),	  to	  work	  tools	  and	  
their	   evolution,	   and	   so	   on;	   so	   that	   even	   the	   number	   of	   auxiliary	  
sciences	   has	   expanded	   considerably,	   even	   to	   include	   many	   natural	  
sciences.”	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Those	  who	  decide	  to	  devote	  themselves	  to	  the	  study	  of	  pilgrimage	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages	  
have	   at	   their	   disposal	   a	   considerable	   quantity	   of	   material,	   beginning	   from	   material	  
concerning	   the	  main	  destination	  of	  pilgrimage	   since	   the	   Late	  Ancient	  era:	   Jerusalem.	  
Because,	  make	  no	  mistake,	  pilgrimage	  would	  not	  exist,	  or	  at	   least	  not	   in	   the	  massive	  
and	  universally	  diffused	  forms	  with	  which	  it	  was	  realised,	  if	  Jerusalem	  had	  not	  become	  
the	   centre	  of	   interest	   very	  early	  on,	   the	   "immobile	  motor"	  at	   the	   centre	  of	   the	   then	  
known	   world,	   for	   the	   flow	   of	   pilgrims.	   Jerusalem,	   already	   numinous	   for	   the	   Old	  
Testament,	   becomes	   the	   meeting	   point	   between	   heaven	   and	   earth	   in	   the	   New	  
Testament:	  here	  the	  tree	  of	  Jesse	  plants	  its	  roots,	  here	  the	  tree	  of	  life	  retakes	  its	  shape	  
in	   the	  Cross	  of	   the	  Passion,	  under	  which	  peeps	  out	   the	  skull	  of	  Adam,	   the	   first	   sinful	  
man	  and,	   for	   this	   reason,	   the	   trigger	  of	   the	  expulsion	  of	   the	  whole	  human	  race	   from	  
Paradise.	  
	  
It	  is	  evident	  that	  the	  formation	  of	  medieval	  religious	  pilgrimage	  goes	  hand	  in	  hand	  –	  it	  
is	  difficult	   to	  establish	   cause	  or	  effect	  however	  –	  with	   the	   formation	  of	   Jerusalem	  as	  
the	  centre	  of	  the	  world,	  and	  this	  before	  the	  mother	  of	  emperor	  Constantine,	  Elena,	  had	  
herself	   accompanied	   to	   the	   Holy	   Land	   in	   326,	   in	   that	   reconnaissance,	   which	   is	   also	  
research,	   recovery,	   sacred	   theft,	   propaganda,	   rescue,	   and	   that	   became	   the	   ideal	  
archetype	   for	   all	   pilgrimages	   carried	   out	   after	   her.	   Suffice	   to	   scroll	   through	   the	   two	  
volumes	  of	  Tobler	  and	  Molinier,2	  in	  which	  data	  is	  collected	  chronologically	  on	  journeys	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to	  Palestine	   in	   the	  centuries	  preceding	   the	  Crusades,	   to	  understand	   that	   the	   issue	  of	  
sources	   on	   pilgrimage	   is	   extremely	   complex	   and	   far	   more	   articulate	   than	   one	   may	  
think.  
The	  organisation	  of	  the	  matter	  in	  Tobler	  and	  Molinier	  is	  emblematic	  of	  the	  difficulties	  
encountered:	   the	   first	   volume	   is	   classic	   in	   its	   simplicity:	   it	   collects	   the	  main	  odeporic	  
religious	   sources,	   and	   only	   those,	   from	   the	   Burdigalian	   pilgrim	   (333)	   to	   Bede	   the	  
Venerable	  (circa	  720),	  who	  never	  moved	  from	  England,	  and	  perhaps	  not	  even	  from	  his	  
monastery,	   but	   who	   has	   accurately	   described	   the	   Holy	   Places	   based	   on	   the	   sources	  
already	  available	   to	  him.	   These	  are	   texts	   collected	   chronologically,	  without	   an	   index,	  
but	  which	  speak	  for	  themselves,	  for	  what	  they	  recount:	  the	  list	  of	  stages	  of	  approach,	  
the	  mirabilia	  of	   the	  Holy	   Land	  and,	   if	   there	   is	  one,	   the	   return	   journey.	  Only	   then	  did	  
Tobler	  and	  Molinier	   realise	   that	   the	   image	  of	  pilgrimage	   that	  emerged	   from	  this	   first	  
volume	   was	   not	   entirely	   real:	   for	   example,	   the	   journey	   from	   Bordeaux	   of	   the	  
anonymous	  pilgrim	  of	  333	  was	  not	  born	  from	  nothing,	  but	  came	  to	  integrate	  itself	  in	  an	  
already	  organised	   flow;	  and	   it	   is	   for	   this	   reason	   I	  believe	   the	   second	  volume	  of	   their	  
important	   source-­‐collection	  work	   is	   born.	   Indeed,	   in	   the	   second	   volume	   the	   sources	  
multiply,	   including	   indirect	   sources,	   the	   occasional	   citations	   of	   third	   parties	   that	   tell,	  
even	  incidentally,	  of	  a	  pilgrimage	  which	  occurred	  or	  a	  trip	  to	  the	  Holy	  Land;	  and	  so	  it	  
transpires	   that	  already	   in	   the	   first	   two	  centuries	  of	   the	  Christian	  era	   the	  signalling	  of	  
people	   in	   some	   way	   attracted	   to	   those	   which	   would	   become	   the	   Holy	   Places	   of	  
Christendom	  was	  constant	  and	  growing.	  And	  that	  the	  scrupulous	  documentation	  of	  the	  
two	  scholars	  is	  anything	  but	  erudite,	  but	  substantial	  and	  meaningful.	  
And	   we	   have	   reached	   the	   first	   key	   point:	   is	   it	   permissible;	   is	   it	   licit	   to	   strictly	  
circumscribe	   the	   scope	   of	   the	   documentary	   sources	   on	   pilgrimage,	   even	   following	   a	  
cogent	   logic?	  Even	   if	   they	  were	   limited	   to	   the	   first	   volume	  of	   their	  work,	   Tobler	   and	  
Molinier	  would	  not	  have	  been	  able	  to	  be	  accused	  of	  anything:	  they	  would	  have	  offered	  
an	  anthological	  essay	  with	  odeporic	  sources	  on	  the	  Holy	  Land	  before	  the	  Crusades;	  a	  
worthy	  and	  useful	  work	  even	  a	  century	  and	  a	  half	  since	  the	  edition	  was	  published.	  But	  
it	   is	   only	   with	   the	   second	   volume	   that	   they	   give	   us	   a	   reliable	   picture	   of	   the	  
"progressive"	  dimension	  of	  early	  medieval	  pilgrimage,	  of	  its	  growth,	  of	  word	  of	  mouth	  
that	  spreads	  and	  multiplies	  throughout	  the	  Christian	  ecumène.	  
	  
It	  is	  therefore	  not	  at	  all	  easy,	  and	  perhaps	  not	  even	  useful,	  to	  circumscribe	  the	  concept	  
of	  "documentary	  sources"	  because,	  as	  I	  have	  experimented	  in	  the	  different	  versions	  of	  
the	  "Bibliography	  on	  the	  Via	  Francigena”,3	  it	  is	  difficult	  to	  establish	  when	  the	  citation	  of	  
a	   term	  becomes	   relevant:	   if,	   for	   example,	   Ernesto	   Sestan	   cites	   the	  Via	   Francigena	   in	  
passing,	   for	   many	   it	   becomes	   relevant;	   also	   because	   it	   should	   be	   considered	   a	  
precursor	  in	  that	  branch	  of	  studies.	  	  
If	   we	   then	   take	   the	   ambiguous	   word	   "francigena",	   for	   the	   Britons	   it	   simply	   meant	  
"foreigner"	   and	   for	   the	   Italians	   nothing	   but	   "transalpine”.4	   Moreover,	   in	   medieval	  
documentary	   sources	   we	   find	   that	   the	   term,	   when	   it	   does	   not	   mean	   "double-­‐sided	  
Frankish	   sword",	   when	   it	   is	   not	   the	   nickname	   of	   a	   person	   which	   then	   becomes	   a	  
surname,5	  is	  still	  a	  generic	  adjective	  that,	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  a	  road,	  means	  "supra-­‐local	  
route	   that	   leads	   beyond	   the	   Alps"	   and,	   for	   subsequent	   extensions,	   "a	   path	   of	   great	  
importance".	  So	  we	  can	  find	  it	  in	  sources	  from	  Puglia,	  the	  Marche	  and	  even	  in	  Sicily	  ...	  
And	  it	  is	  rather	  gruelling	  to	  think	  that	  from	  Trinacria	  we	  were	  worried	  about	  the	  road	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that	   led	   to	   France.	   To	   be	   truly	  meticulous,	   the	   odeporic	   sources	   almost	   never	   speak	  
explicitly	  of	  "Francigena"	  as	  such,	  even	   if	   they	  describe	  one	  of	   its	  paths.6	  For	  most	  of	  
the	  medieval	  quotes	  in	  which	  the	  word	  appears,	  we	  are	  rarely	  dealing	  with	  a	  road:	  the	  
word	  almost	  always	  means	  "French"	  or	  sometimes	  even	  "the	  territory	  of	  the	  Franks".7	  
Therefore	  the	  problem	  of	  spatially	  delimiting	  the	  term	  would	  arise.	  The	  Via	  Francigena	  
is	   substantially	   an	   Italian	   route,	   even	   if	   in	   the	  Monumenta	   Germaniae	   Historica	   the	  
expression	   also	   appears	   referring	   to	   Burgundy.8	   So,	   if	   in	   the	   early	   Middle	   Ages	   the	  
three	   royal	   capitals	   of	   Burgunde,	   Lyon,	   Vienne	   and	   Arles	   cannot	   yet	   be	   considered	  
"France",	  should	  we	  as	  scholars	  be	  much	  more	  ductile	  merrily	  calling	  all	  the	  routes	  that	  
conclude	   in	   Canterbury	   "Via	   Francigena"?	   Ductile	   we	   could	   be,	   albeit	   with	   some	  
obvious	  impatience.	  Those	  who	  are	  not	  at	  all	  ductile	  however,	  are	  the	  French	  of	  today,	  
who	  refuse	  to	  call	  "Francigena"	  (on	  their	  road	  signs)	  the	  road	  that	  crosses	  a	  large	  part	  
of	  their	  territory,	  including	  the	  Burgundians	  of	  course,	  which	  are	  now,	  if	  not	  more	  after	  
the	  grandeur	  of	  De	  Gaulle,	  comparable	  to	  the	  "Franks".	  
	  
The	  relevance	  of	  the	  contents	  must	  also	  be	  clarified:	  for	  example,	  Paolo	  Diacono	  in	  the	  
Historia	  miscella	  cites	  the	  Via	  Flaminia	  only	  once	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  rock	  excavation	  of	  
the	  passage	  of	  Pietra	  Pertusa.	  This	  involves	  just	  one	  paragraph.	  Is	  it	  to	  be	  considered	  a	  
relevant	   documentary	   source?	   The	   answer	   for	   those	   involved	   in	   odeporic	   history	   is	  
obvious,	  a	  little	  less	  so	  for	  everyone	  else.	  One	  thing	  is	  therefore	  to	  make	  an	  anthology	  
of	  odeporic	  sources	  (which	  has	  already	  been	  done),	  another	  to	  make	  a	  taxonomy	  of	  a	  
concept	  sought	  in	  the	  sources.	  Now	  however,	  it	  is	  no	  longer	  the	  case	  to	  challenge	  any	  
competing	   search	   engine,	   because	   we	   will	   always	   be	   failures	   before	   the	   uncritical	  
completeness	  of	  an	  algorithm,	  and	  then	  taxonomy	  can	  always	  become	  an	  alibi	   for	  an	  
idle	   researcher	   who	   will	   lose	   incentive	   to	   look	   not	   only	   for	   the	   term,	   but	   also	   its	  
synonyms,	  circumlocutions,	  and	  elsewhere,	  independently.	  
	  
The	  sources	   then,	   taken	   individually,	  have	  a	  basic	   role	   to	  distinguish	  and	   identify	   the	  
reasons	   for	   each	   journey.	   Unfortunately,	   there	   is	   a	   certain	   tendency	   –	   even	   in	   the	  
scientific	  community	  –	  to	  generalise	  the	  concept	  of	  "pilgrim":	  in	  reality,	  only	  the	  direct	  
reading	   of	   the	   sources	  makes	   us	   understand	   that	   Egeria	   is	   a	   true	   pilgrim,	   while	   the	  
concept	   is	  not	  entirely	   suitable	   for	  Helena,	  mother	  of	  Constantine,	  who	  also	  had	   the	  
purpose	   of	   recovering	   the	   signa	   and	   relics	   of	   the	   Passion	   of	   Christ	   and	   to	   make	   a	  
politically	  relevant	  homage	  to	  the	  churches	  of	  Byzantium,	  the	  new	  Rome	  desired	  by	  her	  
son.	  Even	  without	  concrete	  evidence,	  I	  suggested	  that	  an	  important	  part	  of	  Willibaldo’s	  
travels	  in	  the	  East	  (and	  his	  stay	  for	  so	  long)	  was	  focused	  on	  the	  study	  of	  the	  different	  
monastic	   disciplines,	   to	   obtain	   a	   direct	   and	   comparative	   knowledge	   of	   functionality,	  
strengths	   and	   weaknesses	   of	   each	   (Vanni,	   2009).	   If	   the	   sources	   were	   not	   so	  
ungenerous,	   sometimes	   decidedly	   reticent,	   we	   could	   even	   come	   to	   understand	   that	  
pilgrimage	  is	  indeed	  a	  non-­‐secondary	  component	  of	  the	  journey,	  but	  often	  it	  is	  not	  the	  
only	  or	  the	  main	  motivation	  for	  the	  drive	  of	  a	  single	  medieval	  traveller.	  
	  
Then	  there	  is	  the	  temporal	  limit	  to	  be	  given	  to	  research	  on	  pilgrimage:	  the	  writer	  has	  
on	  several	  occasions	  tried	  to	  highlight	  a	  sort	  of	  caesura	   in	  medieval	  pilgrimage	  that	  –	  
whether	  a	  decade	  more	  or	   less	  –	  took	  place	  roughly	  with	  the	  birth	  of	  the	  Jubilee	  rite 
(Vanni,	   2016).	   If	   before	  pilgrimage	  was	   substantially	   individual	   in	   its	  motivations	   and	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ascetic,	  afterwards	  it	  became	  collective,	  organised	  and	  naturally	  mystical	  (Vanni,	  2000).	  
One	   cannot	   avoid	   noticing	   certain	   differences	   of	   substance	   in	   the	   sources;	   however,	  
this	  does	  not	  interest	  everyone:	  for	  example,	  our	  contemporary	  believers	  often	  tend	  to	  
glide	   over	   these	   differences,	   emphasising	   the	   long	   duration	   of	   the	   pilgrimage	   that	   is	  
relevant	  to	  this	  day.	  On	  the	  other	  hand,	  various	  aspects	  of	  discontinuity	  can	  be	  found	  
even	   in	   the	   pilgrimage	   of	   Compostela,	   the	   long	   duration	   of	   which	   is	   scattered	   with	  
interruptions	   and	   breaks	   even	   for	   long	   periods.	   This	   is	   very	   applicable	   to	   the	   Via	  
Francigena,	   whose	   postmodern	   renaissance	   cannot	   boast	   of	   any	   continuity,	   even	   in	  
scientific	  investigation,	  before	  the	  1930s.	  
	  
By	   additionally	   accepting	   this	   subdivision	   of	   the	  medieval	   pilgrimage	   –	   pre	   and	   post	  
jubilee	  –	  where	  should	  we	  stop	  the	  search?	  With	  the	  discovery	  of	  America?	  Let	  us	  ask	  
ourselves	   then	   if	   Martin	   Luther's	   trip	   to	   Rome,	   in	   1510,	   must	   be	   taken	   into	  
consideration	  or	  is	  it	  too	  "modern"	  for	  a	  medievalist?	  The	  journey	  to	  Rome	  by	  Martin	  
Luther	   at	   the	   age	   of	   twenty-­‐seven	   was	   interpreted	   as	   the	   triggering	   cause	   of	   the	  
Reformation	   and,	   in	   sociological	   terms,	   as	   "the	  watershed	   between	   the	  mentality	   of	  
the	  pilgrim	  and	  that	  of	  the	  modern	  traveller”(De	  Seta,	  1982).9	  Now,	  the	  modern	  Luther	  
only	  had	  a	  disproportionate	  ego,	  albeit	  immensely	  self-­‐critical.	  As	  for	  the	  rest,	  he	  was	  
much	   more	   medieval	   than	   many	   of	   his	   contemporaries.	   Even	   the	   hypothetical	  
anticipation	  of	  the	  "thieving	  Rome"	  of	  the	  first	  Lega	  Nord	  party	  supporters,	  attributed	  
to	  him,	  has	  never	  convinced	  in	  depth.	  Rather,	  it	  seems	  that	  the	  casual	  cause	  of	  Luther's	  
trip	   to	   Rome,	   which	   accompanied	   John	   Nathin,	   his	   teacher,	   was	   the	   controversy	  
between	   two	   ideological	   orientations	   of	   the	   German	   Augustinians	   (Iserloh,	   Glazik,	  
Jedin,	  1993).	   It	  also	  seems	  however,	  that	  Luther's	  spiritual	  attitude	  was	  in	  all	  respects	  
similar	  to	  that	  of	  a	  late	  medieval	  pilgrim.	  Rome	  is	  the	  mystical	  place	  where,	  through	  the	  
sacrament	  of	  confession,	  the	  pilgrim	  Luther	  aspired	  to	  a	  sort	  of	  metanoia:	  he	  wanted	  
to	  become	  a	  pious	  man	  (Boehmer,	  1914).	  	  
	  
From	  the	  retrospective	  autobiographical	   testimonies,	  which	  could	  also	  be	  ascribed	  to	  
rationalisations,	   it	   seems	  that	   the	  main	  reason	  for	   the	  discomfort	   towards	  the	  vertex	  
city	   of	   Christendom	   was	   the	   ideal	   image	   that	   it	   had	   become,	   not	   so	   much	   for	   the	  
corruption	   of	   the	   clergy,	   but	   for	   the	   doctrinal	   incompetence	   and	   the	   naivety	   of	   the	  
many	  confessors	  available	  to	  the	  pilgrims	  of	  Rome.	  At	  the	  time,	  Cardinal	  Pietro	  Bembo	  
was	   there	   to	   build	   the	   reading	   of	   Luther’s	   Romfahrt	   as	   an	   illumination	   of	   the	  moral	  
cloaca	  of	  the	  centre	  of	  Christianity.	  It	  is	  undoubted,	  however,	  that	  the	  idea	  of	  Rome	  as	  
"new	  Babylon"	   is	   a	  much	   later	   ideological	   construction,	   connected	   and	   justifying	   the	  
rupture	  and	  radical	  alterity	  of	  his	  preaching	  and	  his	  understanding	  of	  the	  Reformation.	  
	  
As	   you	   can	   see,	   confronting	  with	  all-­‐round	   sources	  does	  nothing	  but	  multiply	   issues,	  
and	  there	  are	  many	  more	  questions	  that	  unfold	  than	  those	  that	  can	  be	  solved.	  But	  we	  
must	  do	  it.	  Even	  just	  to	  give	  a	  fancy	  name	  to	  the	  umpteenth	  Roman	  diverticulum	  that	  
passes	  under	  our	  home.	   It	   is	   sad	   to	  note	  how	   it	   is	   too	  easy	   to	   invent	   the	  name	  of	   a	  
street	  today:	  giving	  it	  the	  name	  of	  an	  emperor	  (with	  all	  due	  respect	  to	  the	  scholars	  who	  
have	  dedicated	  entire	  volumes	  to	  the	  countless	  and	  changeable	  movements	  of	  this	  or	  
that	   medieval	   sovereign)10	   or	   that	   of	   an	   intermediate	   place,	   hoping	   that	   it	   is	   really	  
topical,	   to	   reach	   the	   absurd	   conclusion	   to	   bring	   together	   two	   generic	   and	   universal	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terms	   such	  as	   "romea"	  and	   "strata"	   to	  give	  presumed	   recognition	   to	  a	   single	  precise	  
post-­‐modern	  path	  ...	  
	  
The	  fact	  is	  that	  –	  let	  us	  admit	  it	  as	  historians	  who	  analyse	  their	  role	  –	  the	  managers	  and	  
discoverers	  of	  the	  post-­‐modern	  Via	  Francigena	  do	  not	  care	  much	  about	  the	  sources:	  it	  
is	  already	  very	   important	   that	   they	  do	  not	  give	   the	  neo-­‐pilgrims	   the	  ending	  of	  a	   frog	  
under	  the	  wheels	  of	  a	  truck,	  to	  ensure	  that	  they	  find	  a	  shower,	  a	  hot	  meal	  at	  a	  fair	  price	  
and	  a	  clean	  bed	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  long	  walk.	  
	  
Yet	   it	   would	   not	   cost	  much	   to	  make	   a	   phone	   call	   or	  write	   an	   email	   to	   some	   expert	  
before	  making	  a	  decision	   that	  can	  have	  consequences	   in	   the	  medium	  and	   long	   term.	  
One	  example,	  which	  I	  believe	  to	  be	  significant	  is	  if	  the	  name	  of	  the	  Via	  Francigena	  had	  
been	   "via	   Romea	   Francigena",	   a	   considerable	   number	   of	   long-­‐lasting	   advantages	  
would	  have	  been	  obtained:	  
	  
a. We	  would	  have	  moved	  the	  emphasis	  to	  the	  destination	  of	  the	  journey,	  Rome;	  
which	  would	  not	  have	  been	  unwise.	  The	  proverb	  states	  that	  ‘All	  the	  roads	  lead	  
to	   Rome’,	   and	   the	   collection	   of	   roads	   that	   have	   this	   goal	   have	   their	   own	  
specificity	  that	  deserves	  to	  be	  highlighted	  and	  safeguarded	  without	  privileging	  
any	  route.	  
b. We	  would	  have	  made	  the	  problem	  of	  the	  other	  "terminus"	  inconsistent,	  which	  
is	  not	  only	  Canterbury,	  because	  not	  many	  of	  the	  pilgrims	  from	  the	  British	  Isles	  
headed	  (and	  head	  today)	  to	  this	  city	  to	  depart	  for	  Rome.	  	  	  
c. We	   could	   also	   have	   convinced	   the	   French	   to	   define	   the	   road	   for	   them	   too,	  
because	   "Francigena"	  becomes	   a	   simple	   indication	  of	   origin	   in	   the	  expression	  
"via	  Romea	  Francigena".	  
d. We	  would	  have	   left	   the	   field	  open	   to	   the	   (non-­‐competitive)	   rediscovery	  of	  all	  
the	  other	  vie	  romee,	  which	  existed	  in	  the	  Middle	  Ages,	  and	  which	  now	  should	  
be	  re-­‐evaluated,	  thus	  expanding	  the	  offer	  and	  the	  associative	  potential	  of	  that	  
collection	  of	  roads	  that	  reached	  the	  Sedes	  Petri	  (	  via	  Romea	  of	  Chur,	  via	  romea	  
teutonica,11	   via	   romea	   ungaresca	   (Vanni,	   2012),	   etc.),	   also	   realising	   for	   Rome	  
what	  naturaliter	  et	  intelligenter	  was	  made	  ab	  ovo	  for	  Santiago	  de	  Compostela.12	  
	  
In	  hindsight,	  the	  pits	  have	  been	  filled,	  but	  it	  is	  legitimate	  to	  suspect	  that	  to	  experts	  
the	   multiform	   costs	   of	   the	   lacking	   recourse	   have	   been	   much	   greater	   than	   the	  
savings.	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Commemoratorium	  de	   casis	  Dei,	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